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Abstract 
The present paper summarizes the new proposal for the reconceptualization and understanding of the 
learner experience at the Universitat Oberta de Catalunya (UOC). As an unaivodable effort to go along 
with our students practices and realities, the UOC is opening a new space within its learning technologies 
and pedagogical practices, where students will have the freedom to work and integrate the knowledge 
spread in the Internet, to collaborate and nurture from each other without strict rules, to create new 
knowledge by using the web tools they usually use, and in general to construct their own learning process 
according to their own formula. At the present time, we are in the phase of design of the experience, and 
this paper will describe the design of new learning spaces according to the Activity Theory. 
Keywords: Personal Learning Environments, Informal Learning, Social Networks  
1. The Universitat Oberta de Catalunya (UOC) 
The UOC is what we call a fully online learning University, an institution where the whole learning 
system and its services allows students to learn beyond the boundaries of time and space.
In its 15 years of life, the UOC has provided students with a complex open source virtual learning 
environment, along with a big range of services and learning resources and a profound degree of support 
offered through a system where faculty, tutors, instructors and staff collaborate together in order to offer 
an integral and effective learning experience that takes into account all of the students’ needs. In some 
sense, we could say that the philosophy behind UOC has been “to fully embrace and support the learning 
experience… and to have it under control”. But precisely this level of control of the learner experience is 
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‘under attack’ in the new era of the Internet and the web 2.0, and this is percisely the context in which 
UOC's new initiative is born, to be discussed more in depth in the upcoming section.  
2. Bridging from the era of VLE to the era of PLE 
2.1. The concept of PLE 
Regarding the concept of PLE, there is not a single accepted definition (Fieder, Valjataga, 179) . Most of 
the authors go between a concept that focuses on tools (as a set of tools that allow the personalization of 
the learning process) and a concept where the learner is the main actor or protagonist of such learning 
process (Fieder, Valjataga, 180). In our case, we understand tools are the instruments to open up learning 
spaces and learning possibilities but, beyond that group of tools, our objective is to integrate, as part of 
the pedagogical model, the idea that learning occurs everywhere and in non-ending ways, giving the 
power to each learner to decide how every piece of knowledge is selected, constructed and integrated into 
their learning experience. In this sense, the definition provided by Wikipedia fits us best (Wikipedia, 
2012): Personal Learning Environments(PLE) are systems that help learners take control of and manage 
their own learning. This includes providing support for learners to set their own learning goals, manage 
their learning, both content and process and communicate with others in the process of learning. 
Currently, there are a large number of Universities and other educational institutions that have started to 
implement Personal Learning Environments to different extents: some are just embedding APIs from 
social networks in their virtual environments, others are using these social networks as an external service 
and, other institutions are just implementing platforms whose function is to work as a full PLE, such as 
Elgg, Mahara or Netvibes. More examples about the possibility of plugin connectors for services can be 
found in Wilson&others paper. 
 
 
3. Introducing a new model into an old box 
 
3.1 The old box: Teachers, pedagogies and technologies 
Introducing all these ideas of freedom, flexibility, openness, student control, etc. into the old container 
of the University culture, teaching practices, web 1.0 technologies and a huge diversity of students is not 
a one day task.  
Firstly, many teachers are reluctant to change something for which they are comfortable with. Partly 
with reason, they believe that opening the learning process may lead to a lack of control of what is 
happening in the virtual classroom. Also, many of them are afraid that learning objectives may not be 
accomplished if students do not fit the contents, activities and learning resources provided by him or her. 
As stated by Martindale and Dowdy, current pedagogical practices are still teacher-centric, as the process 
of education is institution-centric (Martindale, Dowdy, 185) 
Secondly, we have the pedagogies or teaching methodologies. In this sense, the UOC has a 
pedagogical model that guides the pedagogical strategy for all the subjects at the University. The 
philosophy of the model is very student oriented, meaning that the activity of the student is what 
configures the learning process. As a model, is very much in tune with most of the web 2.0 ideas, but in 
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the real practice, the way subjects are deployed and the possibilities of the technologies we use are 
usually a bit far from the nature and objectives of the model. 
Thirdly, technology does not always allow the flexibility, the integration and the high level of 
interoperability that a fully open VLE may demand. In a way, the technology developed and open sourced 
by UOC allows such integration and interoperability to a specific extent, but the continuous adaptations 
needed for the non-ending web 2.0. tools to be integrated are not instantaneous and in other cases the 
APIs are not easily adaptable. On the other hand, there are legal issues related to the use of external 
resources that are to be integrated in our internal spaces, plus opening our own spaces to the rest of the 
Internet (or simply other external communities) is also related to legal issues that are not completely clear 
at the moment. Some of these tensions about the control of VLEs by institutions are broadly described in 
Fournier&Kop paper in the bibliography 
 
3.2 The UOC’s student profile. It is not about technology, it is about users ! 
A model that integrates informal learning as direct material to work with requires a good 
understanding of how the student deals with information and knowledge in his life beyond the University, 
in a daily basis. If we want to provide students with the tools they usually use from their own computers, 
we need to know which tools or components they are using, how exactly they are using them, and also 
their perceptions on the use of these functionalities in learning. 
The framework for the research study of our students will be based in the research work developed by 
Helene Fournier and Rita Kop, from the National Research Council of Canada (Fournier and Kop, 8). 
Their work is focused in the background of technology of the users, motivations, frustrations, the way 
they search and manage information and learning and the element involved in the creation of personalized 
learning environments. At the moment we are creating the survey based on the mentioned indicators that 
will be passed to students in a few weeks. 
The study does not pretend to be a list of the most used tools or a list of the coolest functionalities or 
the most visited social networks by students. The objective is to identify trends, certain behaviors, the 
rationale behind students’ elections and the dynamics in students collaboration, sharing, creation and 
edition of knowledge. It is not about the technology itself and its specific capabilities but about the user 
patterns in the use of these technologies. 
To sum up, we aim to know the ecosystem of our student in terms of new technologies usage, habits, 
preferences, etc. in order to design educational environments that fit them. 
3.3 The new trends: what our users show us 
At this point of the paper, we need to be concrete and specific about what are exactly these innovations 
we want to introduce in our educational settings, at least in the first prototype of virtual classroom we are 
testing, and what are the social changes that justify our decisions. In this sense, we have identified four 
trends in education that justify a move in our educational models: 
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The value of informal learning in the Network Society and the intensive use of social networks: 
Learners have always depended on the support of their peers and peer networks to facilitate learning. In 
the physical world , these peer networks are experienced as lunchtime discussions, student organizations, 
communities of practice, brown bag sessions, and study groups. What was lacking until recently was a 
way to effectively approximate these informal learning opportunities (Martindale, Dowdy, 182).  
The value of degrees in the present time: competences is the key term here. Learners are no longer 
necessarily locked in to a particular course in order to gain a qualification but are able to present their 
learning to prove they possess such competences (Atwell, Pontydysgu, 3).  
Open content and Open Educational Resources (OER): There are a large number of new institutions 
offering courses and resources for free (most of them subjected to Creative Commons licenses). Khan 
Academy, Code Year, Ted ED among other claim to have millions of students in total, and prestigious 
institutions like Stanford, or the MIT have been offering free courses in the last years. More recently, 
MIT and Harvard have united efforts to create EdX, the new open learning environment for these two 
institutions. 
The global to move from VLE to PLEs: One of the main decisions in this move is how to organize the 
coexistence between the VLE and the PLE. What is the model of coexistence between them? Parallel 
lives? PLE becoming the dominant design? A VLE that opens its services to external tools? To be 
realistic, we plan a medium to long transition from a model like ours where VLE is the dominant 
platform. Initially, the PLE is going to integrate APIs from external services, according to the research on 
the student profile. In subsequent stages the VLE would move to a more PLE based platform. A similar 
example on this decision is the based Netvibes project developed by the Technical University in Sofia, 
where Netvibes is used as external service linked to the main LMS. We want to remind the following 
paragraph by Trey Martindale and Michael Dowdy (Martindale, Dowdy, 188). 
 
4 The 1+1=3 proposal 
n this section we will describe the concrete proposal we are carrying out at the Universitat Oberta de 
Catalunya. We have called it ‘1+1=3’ as a metaphor of the three spaces where learning activity happens, 
and note that we are not referring only to three virtual spaces but to three spheres or entities where 
knowledge lives and evolves: the student, the student classmate and the group itself. 
4.1 The hidden third part 
As mentioned, we consider three entities where learning ‘happens’: first of all, we have the student 
(let’s imagine a concrete student here). The student has learning as an objective, and in order to reach a 
particular learning objective he has to work in his or her learning process. Secondly, we have other 
student, a classmate (and let’s imagine here another concrete student). Both number 1 and number 2 
students can benefit from each other, especially if the methodology of learning fosters collaboration and 
the technology provides tools that make the learning process visible. In a practical way, we can say that 
PLEs foster these benefits by providing learners with the possibility to create their own personal learning 
spaces, accessing the learning spaces from their classmates, sharing information, editing new on and 
working collaboratively with the proper tools, etc. But, in a sense, we can guess there is a third entity in a 
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course. And it is the group itself. Every time a particular student shares something with everybody, there 
is something beyond each specific student that is been feeding: the group. The group is an entity itself, it 
has its own nature and lifecycle. It's fed by every single student and at the same time can feed everyone, 
and this is more than a mere philosophical statement; it has practical implications and somehow has to be 
reflected in the design of a PLE. 1+1=3, exactly points out that there is always one of the three entities 
that does not receive the proper attention, but it exists: the group. 
4.2 A practical integration in the model of the UOC 
So, how would be our 1+1=3 materialized in a virtual space and implemented?  
The response: by giving every student the possibility to create his or her own PLE, to access the PLE 
of his classmates and to have a concrete space to build the ‘PLE of the group’, which would be fed by 
everyone and would fed everybody. 
Let’s have a look at how a virtual classroom at UOC looks like: 
 
Fig1. The virtual classroom at UOC 
This is an example of the learning space that our students use for a specific subject. It is structured into 
four spaces: space for communication, space for subject planning and organization, space with learning 
resources and a space for evaluation. Each space contains the tools that students need to work with the 
subject. At the present time, the communication tools allow interaction among the course participants, and 
the space for resources allows teachers to introduce contents from the Internet via links. Although this 
VLE offers a large number of tools and services to our students, in the end it is very static and teacher-
centred, and the possibilities for students to feed the environment, share new knowledge and create new 
one are not facilitated by current learning tools. The creation of PLE aims to create these spaces. Our 
proposal is to work with a system of tabs, where each one of the three entities (1+1=3) is a tab that is 
conveniently integrated within the current UOC virtual classroom. The following image is just an 
example of the idea. 
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Fig 2.. An example of the idea 
The image shows the three tabs: ‘My space’, ‘classmates space’ and ‘group space’. The image also 
shows exactly a student who is visiting the tab ‘My space’, where previously he has integrated a set of 
tools as widgets that are useful to build her own learning process and to share and show teachers and 
classmates. At UOC, this can be done thanks to the open source interoperable ecosystem developed. The 
access to the tab ‘Classmates space’ would show a list of the classmates and would allow to access the 
PLE of each one of them. The access to the tab ‘Group space’ would show a space where all the learners 
can put the resources and tools that, under their criteria, make sense for the whole group and allows 
working the subject from the group point of view. In the next section we will go in depth with the 
working aspects of the proposal. 
 
5. The design according to the Activity Theory 
 
5.1 What is Activity theory? 
The Activity Theory (AT) is a tool that is used as a framework to explore educational innovations and 
innovative learning spaces, and as a conceptual framework to analyse and design computer-supported 
collaborative learning and the evaluation of learning technologies (Buchem, Attwell, Torres). 
The reason for using this model is that organizes and facilitates the decision making about the main 
components of learning environments, as in our case, with PLE. The model considers 6 main elements:To 
sum up: the subject of the PLE, who is the learner, the Object as the need of learning (or maybe just 
interest), the Tools understood as learning resources, the Community, the Rules and norms to organize the 
activity of the Community and the Division of Labour as the roles and tasks in the system. For the design 
of our PLE we refer to each one of these six elements, which provide a structure and a guideline on the 
main decision we have to make. 
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All he decisions made reflect the same tensions and key points most of the PLEs show. We have 
differentiated seven of them: teacher control vs. student control, the community dynamics, interaction and 
collaboration, the role of the PLE and the teacher role as a mentor or curator. Some examples of the 
decisions over our PLE are:  
As for the Subject: 
x The learner can not decide about learning objectives, since these are part of the formal 
curriculum  
x The subject is free to decide its participation in the community / group 
x The subject can negotiate rules for communication, collaboration and interaction 
As for the Object,  
x the PLE can be used for learning something new, producing something new, personal 
development of new skills, reflective practice (like eportfolios do) 
x the PLE can be worked from the point of view of learning how to engage in online social 
networks and improve the capabilities of students to be productive is such environments 
As for the Tools, 
x Tools will be customizable to personal preferences, learning needs and look and feel 
x Tools will foster the development and sharing of Open Educational Resources, as well as mash-
ups and mixing in general 
As for the Community, is understood as 
x a way to provide resources and support for learning 
x a personal hub for networked connections 
x a way to learn through the interaction and exchange with the classmates 
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As for the Rules, 
x Rules are decided by the group of students  
x Learning resources and contents are distributed 
x Rules regulate the exchange between members 
As for the division of labour, (this could be divided for each one of the 4 profiles) 
x Learners own what they create, and are responsible for that 
x Learners develop and manage their online identity at UOC 
4.2 The tools 
The exact list of tools that are being introduced in our virtual classroom will depend on the previous 
research study we make with students and the faculty teaching the subject, where we will identify their 
use of new technologies, patterns, behaviors and specific tools they use in a daily basis. However, taking 
as a starting point the data we currently have from our students, and also the type of tools we want to 
promote for our PLE (all of them mentioned in the previous section), we already have a list of potential 
type of tools (without specifying the specific providers):  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5.2 Evaluation 
The study by Ivanova & Ivanova (Ivanova, Ivanova, 10) proposes an evaluation based on the 
functionalities provided by the PLE. Students are asked about the utility of all these functions regarding 
learning, like for example: ‘Is the proposed functionality enough for organizing self-learning? The list of 
functionalities presented by the study will complement our system of assessment, that also inquires about 
the relationship between the VLE and the PLE, the comparison between the satisfaction of the same 
virtual classroom before and now, the aspects related to emotion and engagement among others.  
Blogging 
Microblogging 
Social Networks 
Social tagging 
Collaborative work 
Eportfolio 
Image sharing 
Video sharing 
Presentations 
Other communication tools 
Cloud services – File sharing 
Search engines 
RSS Feeds 
Photo & video edition 
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6. Conclusions and challenges  
The paper has presented the new model of virtual classroom that UOC is testing in the next months. 
This new model is based on the idea of PLEs, and at the moment the University is making decisions about 
design. The use of the Activity Theory as tool for the creation of the PLE reflects the complexity and the 
tensions among the elements in the model. The next phase of the project will be to test it with real 
students from the UOC. 
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